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 Globalization has tremendously increased intercultural communication at all 
levels. In recent years, community-based speeches delivered in different languages 
have become frequent and commonplace in China. Unlike those at large-scale 
conferences, these speeches tend to be informal and audience members of such 
speeches are usually familiar with each other. This kind of speech has brought forth 
new requirements as well as challenges for interpreters.  
Traditional views about the role of interpreters in conference interpreting hold 
that interpreters should remain neutral and passive, following the speaker as closely as 
possible so that the authoritativeness of the speaker is maintained. In 
community-based speeches, however, interpreters are more active and visible to a 
usually friendlier speaker and a group of more responsive listeners. Therefore, the role 
of interpreters in speech interpreting needs to be redefined and re-examined. 
This thesis first reviews previous researches on the role of interpreters, and then 
provides a brief introduction to the history and basics of Skopostheorie. The core 
content of this thesis consists of case studies of interpreting “Bridge” talks, a series of 
life talks delivered every Saturday afternoon for the local community in Xiamen, 
Fujian Province. Through analyses of both verbal and non-verbal behaviors of 
“Bridge” interpreters as well as interviews with them under the guidance of 
Skopostheorie, the author concludes that interpreters for community-based speech 
audiences should play the multiple roles of language converter, meeting coordinator 
and “deputy” speaker. This study suggests that, to achieve the most desirable effect of 
communication, interpreters for community-based speech audiences should enhance 
their cultural awareness and understand the skopos of each speech well.  
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0.1 Background of This Study 
Traditional views on the role of interpreters hold that good interpreters should be 
invisible, following the speaker as closely as possible in words, structures, as well as 
tones, rhythms and so on (cf. Wadensjo, 2002). In reality, however, interpreting takes 
place in various situations and therefore requires flexibility on the part of the 
interpreter. Interpreters of community-based speeches, for instance, tend to involve in 
the communication process more actively, altering structures, tones, and sometimes 
even contents in order to ensure that communication goes on more smoothly. 
Research shows that novice interpreters (with less than three years of interpreting 
experience) tend to remain more neutral than experienced interpreters (with more than 
five years of interpreting experience), and that the latter apply explanatory 
interpretation, corrective interpretation and reductive paraphrasing more frequently 
than the former (张威，2013: 18-19). 
 Therefore, it is necessary to explore the role of interpreters by looking into 
specific communication processes. Most researchers have focused on dialogue 
interpreting when discussing the role of interpreters, because dialogue interpreting 
requires spontaneous feedback so interpreters seem to be more “visible” in the process 
of communication. However, researchers often neglect the fact that at some 
conferences speakers also expect active response from the audience, though not as 
immediately as in dialogues. In particular, when a speech is less formal and the 
number of listeners is smaller, the speaker usually wants to involve the audience 
during the speech, so the “effect” of the speech is usually more important than the 
“form” of the speech. In such circumstances, it is the interpreter’s responsibility to 
ensure that the speech generates the effect that the speaker intends to create, rather 















0.2 Objective of This Study 
This thesis attempts to explore the role of interpreters in speech interpreting from 
the perspective of Skopostheorie. In the framework of Skopostheorie, linguistic 
equivalence between the source text and the target text is not important. Rather, 
interpreting strategies should be determined by the skopos, or the purpose of 
translation (Nord, 2001: 27). Therefore, interpreters play a crucial role because they 
have the expertise to decide what the best approach is to achieving the purpose. From 
the perspective of Skopostheorie, this thesis reexamines the role interpreters should 
play in optimizing the effect of communication. 
As different kinds of speeches require different interpreting strategies depending 
on occasions, listeners and themes, this author chooses to focus on a special kind of 
speech: community-based speeches. A series of “Bridge” talks has been recorded as 
samples for a case study in this thesis. “Bridge” is the name of a local gathering in 
Xiamen, Fujian Province; every week a speaker is invited to give a talk to an audience 
of fewer than 100 people. It is organized by a group of volunteers. The themes of 
“Bridge” talks vary from how to build good characters to how to behave in 
workplaces. The speaker talks in English and the interpreter translates the speech into 
Chinese consecutively.  
The author chooses “Bridge” talks for her case study because these informal and 
community-based talks highlight the importance of interpreters. Unlike more formal 
speeches, such as diplomatic speeches, for which interpreters have to be highly 
consistent with the words, forms and tones that speakers use, and they usually do 
their interpreting work in a booth where the audience cannot see them, these 
informal talks give interpreters more freedom to choose from among various 
strategies for interpretation. They know that such talks are most successful when 
speakers’ ideas are put across, not when the Chinese version is linguistically 
equivalent to the English version. Therefore these interpreters do not dogmatically 
follow traditional principles of their profession. By studying the methods they use in 















Another reason for choosing “Bridge” talks is that the author has attended these 
talks many times, and can tell from the response of the audience whether the 
interpreter has done a good job. By studying a successful case, the author hopes to 
offer some suggestions to interpreters about how to perceive and accomplish their 
role in speech interpreting. 
0.3 Data Collection for This Study  
Audio recordings of “Bridge” talks are available on the official website of 
“Bridge”, but the author chose to record the speeches on site by herself, because in 
this way the author can observe the body language of both the speaker and the 
interpreter, the response from the audience, and the overall atmosphere of the 
gathering. Afterwards, the author transcribed her recordings and made detailed 
analyses according to the notes jotted down during the gatherings. From the eight 
speeches which had been recorded by this author, five were chosen for the case 
studies in this thesis, because they are, as the author observes, typical of speeches at 
“Bridge” gatherings. 
The author interviewed four “Bridge” interpreters who interpreted for “Bridge” 
talks most frequently. All of them are Chinese. Through face-to-face talk, the author 
asked them questions about their training background, interpreting experience, how 
they perceive their role in the speech, their understanding of the purpose of the 
meeting, strategies they choose for specific cases and so on. Follow-up questions 
were also asked through emails concerning the case study being conducted for this 
thesis. 
Interviews with the audience were conducted in a less formal way. The author 
mainly made use of her attendance at the gatherings to talk with listeners of “Bridge” 
talks, asking about their backgrounds, their comments on the interpreters and the 
speeches, and sometimes their opinions on certain interpreting strategies if they 















0.4 Methodology for This Study 
By applying Skopostheorie to the study of interpreters’ role in “Bridge” talks, this 
thesis concludes that more active involvement of interpreters in the communication 
process is required, and this author hopes to find more effective methods to improve 
interpreters’ role in bridging language and cultural gaps. 
 This thesis is divided into five parts. The Introduction presents the background of 
this research and explains the layout of this thesis. Chapter One reviews previous 
studies of the role of interpreters and presents the author’s view. Chapter Two briefly 
introduces the theory of Skopostheorie and discusses why Skopostheorie is an 
effective approach to the study of interpreting. Chapter Three applies Skopostheorie to 
the study of consecutive interpretations of “Bridge” talks through analyses of data 
from the interviews and detailed case analyses, and expounds the roles “Bridge” 
interpreters play. In the Conclusion this author discusses needs for future research and 
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